Covering about 13 per cent of the total land area of Nepal, Chure is an environmentally vulnerable, fragile and sensitive zone. Recognizing this, the Government of Nepal has declared it as "Chure Environmental Protection Area" and has formulated a high level board called "President ChureTerai-Madhesh Conservation Board" to oversee the conservation activities in the region. Based on a review of literature and a decade long engagement of the author in the conservation in Chure, in this paper, I explore the status and issues related to the management of and land tenure in the Chure region. I find that land tenure is one of the most contested and challenging issues of conservation in Chure. With the presence of significant human settlements near to Chure Environmental Protection Area, the boundary is contested, particularly after the unilateral designation by the government; issues also remain around the rights to utilize forest resources. In fact, these factors have resulted in over exploitation of the resources, mainly by the upstream communities. I conclude the paper arguing for a broader, holistic approach that integrates upstream and downstream ecosystems in such a way that strengthens the historical socio-ecological links between the Chure region and the Terai so as to bring positive impacts for both.
INTRODUCTION
Sustainable management of forest has been at the heart of forest policy debate in Chure 1 , especially in the last couple of years. The region is of high ecological and socio-economic significance and therefore has drawn the attention of diverse actors, including politicians, policy makers, local communities, downstream communities, professional groups and civil society organisations. Its unique fragile geological formation, major stock of commercially valuable Sal (Shorea robusta) forest, rich biodiversity, watershed services for downstream Terai, and heavy environmental degradation provide ample ecological rational for its conservation. The heavy dependence of about four million local people, who are living in Chure (including Bhawar 2 ), managing local forest resources and mobilizing several local natural resources (e.g., forest, sand, stone, and water) to generate livelihoods and revenues, shows the socio-economic significance for the sustainable management of the region. Sustainable management of Chure is a national priority programme of the Nepalese government and the government has experimented with different policies and programmes in this region over the last five decades. As a part of its attempt, the government has recently declared it as 'Chure Environmental Protection Area' and has formed an integrated programme -Rastrapati Chure-TeraiMadhes Conservation Programme -to plan and implement conservation and management activities. Consequently, the policy intervention has drawn strong responses both in favour and against this attempt. While some of such concerns are genuinely linked to the long-term sustainability of Chure, many others are guided by contemporary politics and the specific interests of conservation actors. It appears that the interest based politics around Chure management policies and programmes may, in the long run, undermine the genuine concerns of ecological sustainability of Chure and the socio-economic well-being of the people living in and around it. Therefore, it has become an urgent task for researchers to understand the core factors that play pivotal roles in the sustainable management of Chure and inform a more enlightened debate on suitable policies and practices of natural resources management in Chure. The paper is divided into six sections. Section two presents the background situation of the Chure region including its geography, boundary, population, land use and land tenure. Section three highlights the environmental changes observed in the region. While section four talks about the legislation, institutions and preliminary effects of the Chure conservation programme, section five discusses how it relates to issues of land tenure. Finally, section six concludes the paper with some points indicating the way forward to address the contemporary tenure related issues.
BACKGROUND OF CHURE: GEOGRAPHY, BOUNDARY, POPULATION, LAND USE AND LAND TENURE

Geography of Chure
The Chure region spreads as a contiguous landscape across 36 districts (out of 75) from the East to the West of Nepal. It extends from 120 meter to nearly 2,000 meter elevation, having a series of low hogback ridges (10 -50 km width) in a sinuous pattern. It is the first and lowest ridge of the Himalayan mountain system and occupies a strategic location between the Mahabharat range of Mid-hills in the North and the Terai plains in the South. It is geologically young and composed of unconsolidated loose materials originated from soft rocks (e.g., mudstone, sandstone, silt stone and shale). Soils are mostly shallow, coarse textured and formed on sedimentary rocks. The Chure region constitutes 1,767,900 hectare, which is about 13 per cent of the total area of Nepal. The region can be can be categorized into hills, narrow gorges, and Dun/valleys. Areas of these subregions are given in the Table 1 . The Chure region has different land features, information about which, such as river-bed, dissected land, and different levels of slopes, are given in Table 2 . 
Land Tenure in Chure Region
From the land tenure perspective, out of the total forest area in Chure, it is estimated that the largest portion is under the government-managed forest, directly administered by the Department of Forests. In such forests, the central government has the formal rights over the forest resources and forestlands. However, local communities are generally allowed to use non-timber forest products for subsistence use. The second largest area of forest in Chure in terms of land tenure is managed as community forests, which have been handed over to the local communities for their management and utilization. There are 2,837 community forests in Chure, through which 490,547 households are directly engaged in forest management (DOF 2013) . There are also a few parcels of forests leased to poor households as Leasehold Forests (e.g., in Makwanpur, Chitwan, Sindhuli, Udaypur, Dadeldhura and some other districts). However, there is no data available on the number and area of leasehold forests in the Chure region. The communities managing the forest have rights to use the forestland and resources without changing the major land use type. There is also one Collaborative Forest in Dhanusha district, which has 2,190 hectares of forest, and one Protection Forest in Surkhet district, which has 6,361 hectares and is administered by the local entity under the Department of Forests. The protected areas that lie partially in the Chure region include the Parsa Wildlife Reserve, and the Chitwan, Banke and Bardia National Parks and their respective buffer zones. These protected areas are administered by the Department of National Parks and Wildlife Conservation. Private lands of Chure region can be categorized into those located in the valleys and the hills. Private lands located in the valleys (e.g., Udaypur, Sindhuli, Makwanpur, Chitwan, Dang and Surkhet) have official land title (i.e., Lalpurja) but most of the agricultural lands located in the hills lack official land title. However, local people, who have migrated or settled in the Chure hills after the land survey, are also using the lands without official land title.
A study of Narayankhola of Sarlahi, which is located in the Churia region, reveals that only 3 per cent (15 ha) of the total cultivated land (486 ha) has been registered, owned by 9 families only, whereas there are 675 families in the VDC (93 per cent of HH was covered by the census). The same study reveals that in Sarlahi 83 per cent of the cultivated land is unregistered whereas in Mahottari 65 per cent of the cultivated land is unregistered, that is 74 per cent of the total cultivated land is unregistered (CSRC 2005) .
Most of the public institutions (e.g., schools, health posts, and local government offices), play grounds, religious places (e.g., temples and Gumbas) and market place in the Chure hills are in forest lands. Though such public institutions and local communities do not have official land title, they have access, uses and certain level of control over such lands.
ENVIRONMENTAL CHANGES IN THE CHURE REGION
Until 1950, the Chure forests were dense, and the then Rana rulers and their followers controlled most forests under birta 3 tenure (Mahat et al. 1986; Regmi 1999 (Gilmour and Fisher 1991; Hobley and Malla 1996) . Unlike in the Mid-hills, only a fraction of the total area of Chure forest was handed over to the local communities under this regime; the rest was managed as government-protected forest (Gilmour and Fisher 1991; Hobley and Malla 1996) .
The eradication of malaria, the construction of the East-West highway that passes from the foothills of Chure throughout the country, the construction of the NorthSouth highway along the Chure region, and the other local roads have made it easy to migrate to and to access lands in Chure.
Such factors have been pull factors in increasing the settlements and population (including towns and urban centres) in the Chure region. Consequently, the population and the value of land in Chure have rapidly increased, and thereby land tenure in the region has been affected.
There was about 631.55 km 2 (~81%) forest cover in the Eastern Chure (MechiKoshi) in 1958, but it declined to 477.23 km 2 (61.2%) in 1992 (Bhuju et al. 2007 ). It appears that 38,051 ha of forest in Chure has been lost from 1995 to 2010 with -0.18 per cent annual rate of forest cover change (DFRS 2014) . However, such decline is not consistent throughout the Chure region; while the forest area has decreased in 27 districts, it has slightly increased in 9 districts (in Arghakhanchi, Banke, Morang, Ilam, Sunasri, Chitwan, Kapilvastu, Dhankuta and Pyuthan) (DFRS 2014). The main reason for deforestation and land use change is seen to be the expansion of agricultural land. Besides changes in land use pattern, about 1 per cent of the productive forestland was also converted into degraded shrub land in the same period.
CHURE CONSERVATION PROGRAMME: LEGISLATION, INSTITUTIONS AND PRELIMINARY EFFECTS Legislation
Around three years ago (2071/03/02 B.S.), the Nepalese government designated the Chure region as the 'Chure Environmental Conservation Area' as per Article 10, SubArticle (1) of the Environment Protection Act 1997. The provisions of Section 10 of the Environmental Protection Act 1997 are: (1) Government of Nepal may, by a notification in the Nepal Gazette, maintain any place within Nepal containing natural heritage or aesthetic, rare wildlife, biological diversity, plant, and places of historical and cultural importance, which are considered extremely important from viewpoint of environment protection, as an Environment Protection Area, and (2) the activities of any Act, as prescribed, may be prohibited in the Environment Protection Area pursuant to Sub-section (1). To implement these provisions, the government also formulated the Environment Protection Rules 1997 in which several actions are prohibited inside Environmental Protection Areas (Box 2). Despite such actions, nothing contained there shall be deemed to prevent the execution of any function permitted by the Ministry of Forest and Soil Conservation (MoFSC) for the management and development of the environment conservation zone.  Monitoring and evaluation: The Board is responsible not only for the implementation of the conservation activities but also for monitoring and evaluation of those activities.
In 2016, the Board prepared 'Protocols for Development Constructions for Environment Conservation in Chure Area', which provide not only the primary basis on which to access natural resources and services but also to guide development works in the Chure region. These protocols were prepared in close consultation with concerned stakeholders. These protocols cover forest management and plantations; national/local/agricultural road and bridge construction, improvement or maintenance; irrigation canal construction and maintenance; public or community building construction; drinking water system development (e.g., reservoirs construction and pipe distribution), dangerous chemicals management, and collection of river materials (e.g., stones, gravel, sand and soil) and mining.
The Protocols distinguish the Chure region as either 'highly sensitive', 'sensitive' or 'normal' zones. Highly sensitive zone consists of naked areas, landslide and multiple gully areas, and >31 degree slope areas, which have to be completely protected (except collection of fallen trees) and trees, poles, regenerations and seedlings have to be maintained. Sensitive zone lies between 21-31 degree slopes, where trees having more than 60 cm diameter could be removed but equal distribution of trees in each 0.5 hectare area and sufficient density of vegetation should be maintained. In the normal zone, which lies below 21 degree slope, shelterwood forest management system can be carried out according to the rotation age of main or dominant species (PCTMCDB 2015).
As the Chure region has complex sociocultural, ecological, economic and geopolitical processes, its conservation and management is associated with multidimensional and multi-sectorial issues. The MoFSC or the Board alone cannot conserve and manage Chure and therefore, several institutions are given opportunities and currently engaged with a range of interventions in the Chure region. A brief inventory of such institutions and their roles and programmes is briefly highlighted in Table 5 . The project 'Sustainable Land Management in the Chure Region' that aims to empower local communities to sustainably manage the forest and promote community-based conservation is also being implemented in Makwanpur, Parsa, Bara and Rautahat districts of the Chure region (WWF 2013) . With the financial support of the Global Environment Fund, and in collaboration with the MoFSC, Ministry of Land-reform and Management, Ministry of Agricultural Development, and Ministry of Science, Technology and Environment, the World Wildlife Fund Nepal implemented the project. Prepare and implement long-term, medium-term and annual policy, strategy, programmes and implement them through government line agencies and nongovernment organizations. The Government has approved the Master Plan for Chure Conservation Area. The Board is fighting against illegal encroachers and illegal extraction of natural resources from the Chure region.
Department of Forest and its offices
Protect the forest (and its area) in the Chure region.
In some of the locations, the district forest offices have regained the encroached forest area and established forest plantations.
Department of National Parks and Wildlife Conservation and its offices
Protect forest (and its area) from illegal encroachers in protected areas of the Chure region.
Land related 'Commissions' of the government Collect information about public lands and their users, landless and poor households, and issue permission letter for land tenure rights.
Community Forest User Groups Prepare, implement and monitor the community forestry programs and activities including the land tenure rights. In Chure, many CF areas have been encroached in an organized way to fulfil both public and personal interests and many communities are struggling against such encroachments.
Federation of Community Forest Users Nepal (FECOFUN)
Advocate for the rights of forest users against the declaration of Chure as conservation area and formation of the Board.
Leasehold Forest User Groups Prepare, implement and monitor the Leasehold Forestry programme and activities including the land tenure rights for 40 years and extension for another period.
Protection Forest Committee Prepare, implement and monitor the conservation oriented forest programs and activities including the land tenure of its territory.
Collaborative Forest Management Committee
Prepare, implement and monitor the collaborative forest management programs and activities, including protection of forest products from encroachers and illegal harvesters and advocate for land tenure rights.
Community Self-Reliance Center Advocate for land tenure rights for landless households, and those, who have already occupied public or forestlands in the Chure region.
Animal Herders (individual households) Free riders for grazing; keeping Goth (animal sheds) without permission and found widespread in the Western Chure hills.
Local governments, including rural and urban municipalities
Representative of rural and urban municipalities sign as eyewitness in the informal (Gharayasi) land related documents. Local governments provide several services such as drinking water, road, electricity and educational facilities in illegally encroached areas of the Chure region.
International/national/community level non-government organizations
Extend water, road, electricity and educational facilities in illegally encroached areas in the Chure region.
Forest encroachers in Chure region (Household, organizations such as schools, market centers, health posts, play grounds, community based organizations, and local governments)
Encroach and use forestlands illegally for their own private or institutional use without taking official land title certificate or permission from the concerned government authority.
Preliminary Effects
The Government's decision regarding the ban on export of gravel, sand and stones (2071/4/1) has forced the closure of hundreds of plants that used to process stones, gravel and sand into finished goods. It has drastically reduced commercial excavation, mining, and collection of these goods from the Chure and its river systems and thereby has massively reduced the pressure on Chure ecosystems. It has also reduced dust pollution in the vicinity of plants and nearby villages, and pressure on road traffic, and may even have increased the life of roads in the region, including the Terai. However, it has led to reduced local employment and revenue of the few district development committees and village development committees in the Terai.
Though there was no restriction in collecting non-timber forest products, a decision was made to ban the harvesting of forest products, particularly of timber from the Chure region. This has reduced the 'unmanaged' harvesting of timber from community forests for commercial purposes, and has a direct positive impact on Chure conservation, as it has helped to increase greenery and vegetation. However, FECOFUN in Nepal has raised concerns at local to national levels that such a decision curtails the rights of local communities over the forest resources. Gradually, Chure issues have not only been the subject of discussions at national forums but have also been published and broadcasted by most of the national and local media (e.g., radio, television and newspaper). For the first time, the Chure region has been discussed at community, district, regional and national level forums, resulting in the creation of greater awareness of the issues in the region. Ultimately, the issues related to
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Chure conservation and management have been one of the agendas of debate in the Environmental Committee of the Parliament and the Parliament as well.
The Chure conservation programme has launched several construction programmes, including check dams, water conservation ponds and other soil conservation structures in the prioritized upstream rivers and embankments in the downstream rivers to save land from erosion. For instance, the width of Ratu river of Mahottari, and Jaladh river of Dhanusha have been drastically reduced and hundreds of hectares of lands have been recovered by conservation plantation and construction of check dams and conservation ponds in many creeks in the upstream, and by the construction of embankments and a ban on the collection of river products. The programme has also installed a numbers of biogas plants, which has reduced the pressure on forests for fuelwood. However, there is an acute shortage of such initiatives, as shown by the gap between demand and supply. The construction of the alternative highway from Hetauda to Dharan that passes through the Chure region, projected to be completed within three years since it is a 'Priority 1 Project' of the government, will drastically increase urbanisation. This is bound to add pressure on the resources in the Chure region. Ultimately, it will also massively affect the land tenure of inhabitants in the region.
KEY ISSUES AND CHALLENGES
There are also many public institutions such as health posts and schools that have constructed their office buildings on encroached land without legal entitlements. It has been reported in a number of locations that an entire village has been settled by encroaching the national forests or community forests, where many government agencies and non-government organizations are supporting in providing goods and services such as road construction, electricity, drinking water, school construction and health post establishment. Such services not only gradually legitimize the local communities' living in that locality but also encourage others to migrate to the same village or other areas, anticipating to be established in the future. More recently, landless communities of the Chure region, particularly in Mahottari and Sarlahi districts, have been putting organized efforts to acquire formal land titles with the support from non-government organization (e.g., Community Self Reliance Centre).
The district forest offices, which are responsible for stopping forest encroachment, are not effectively monitoring or controlling such encroachments. They can neither remove local communities from their land nor can they certify them for land title. The government made several periodic efforts (e.g., formation of 'commissions') to provide land and land title to the landless so as to solve the problem permanently. However, the problem remains the same; it appears that the issuance of a permission letter for land tenure rights or land title in Chure is an on-going issue. It is partly due to the politically motivated interests of such commissions.
Despite several stakeholders including government, politicians, journalists, conservationists, and upstream and downstream populations, agreeing that there is a need for special efforts to conserve and manage the Chure region, strong money and muscle power of contractors have been influential regarding such efforts and the utilization of its resources. Also stakeholders have different, at times opposing, opinions and perspectives regarding management strategies. Such views make collaboration and partnership among stakeholders complicated and challenging.
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There is lack of national policy and strategy on how to tackle land and forest tenure issues in the Chure region. The Forest Act 1993 and Forest Regulations 1995, which are effectively implemented in the mid-hills region, are not effectively implemented in the Chure region. Though the Land Use Policy 2012 has been formulated for the management of the countries' land as a whole, there is a lack of a legal framework (i.e., act and regulations) for its implementation. Despite the continued encroachment of the Chure forest, there is a lack of national level policy to solve the problem associated with land tenure in the Chure. Although the MoFSC has prepared a Guideline on Forest Land Use for Other Purposes, it has not been effectively enforced.
WAY FORWARD
A comprehensive study about the land tenure situation would perhaps be a good start to address socio-ecological issues in the Chure region. Existing site-specific case studies and fragmented studies about land ownership and forest tenure could constitute the foundation for such study. Based on such studies, the government may organize consultations with concerned stakeholders, including local communities, to gather their views regarding the preparation and enforcement of required policy and legislative frameworks.
The federal government may coordinate with state and local governments to identify the potential solutions to sort out land tenure issues permanently. Such a solution needs to address current controversy in this region and surrounding these issues.
A Chure management plan may need to be viewed from the broader landscape perspective that integrates upstream and downstream ecosystems. Such a plan should strengthen the historical socioecological links between the Chure region and the Terai, and should be inclusive of both programmes and day-to-day practices in the area; this is necessary to bring positive impacts in both the Chure region and the Terai.
